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Fifth, the defender and its US ally were militarily stronger than the aggressor was.  Sixth, the 

level of effort was more than adequate.  Speaking purely of the actual bomber missions, this was 

a low effort event.  Bombers flew directly from Guam and Missouri and back without stopping.  

They did not require a full deployment forward.  One could argue B-52s were deployed forward, 

however, those same missions could have been flown from bases in the United States just like 

the B-2 missions and therefore the effort was relatively the same.  In this case the effort put forth 

by a few bombers along with the already established forces in country was enough to 

demonstrate a serious commitment.  Overall, when evaluating these six criteria against this 

deterrence situation, one can see the effectiveness of using and understanding these six points.  

In this case all six criteria were applied effectively and thus deterrence was successful.  

However, a review of another bomber mission shows this is not always the case.   

European Case Study 

The US bomber deployment to Europe during the Crimea and Ukraine conflict is an 

example of a less effective deterrence mission.  These bomber missions were part of a general 

deterrence mission.  The conflict in Crimea and Ukraine with Russia started in November 2013 

when Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovich announced the suspension of trade with the 

European Union (EU) and instead opted to revive economic ties with Russia.31  He subsequently 

accepted a $15 billion bailout from them including a cost reduction on imported Russian gas.32  

This break from the EU and a more western leaning population led to mass protests urging 

Yanukovich to resign.  In response, Yanukovich signed a new law banning anti-government 

protests but they continued and three people died during a clash with police.33  In January 2014, 

the United States threatened sanctions against Ukraine if the violence continued.  In turn, 

Yanukovich worked with the opposition party and agreed to overturn the anti-protest laws and 
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provide amnesty for all detained citizens.  However, anti-government protests continued and in 

February, Russia accused the US of trying to foment a coup, and the EU of seeking a Ukraine 

“sphere of influence.”34  That same month, the Ukrainian Parliament voted to remove 

Yanukovich from office and indicted him for the mass murder of anti-government protesters.  

Yanukovich fled to safety and denounced what he said was a coup.35  In turn, Russia said it 

would not deal with leaders of armed mutiny and put 150,000 troops on high alert.36   

In response, the United States warned Moscow against any military intervention but at 

the end of February, armed men seized the Crimean parliament and took control of two airports.  

On March 1, Yanukovich resurfaced in Russia and President Putin won parliamentary approval 

to invade Ukraine.37  One day later, the US Secretary of State John Kerry condemned Russia’s 

actions and threatened “very serious repercussions.”38  On March 18, 2014, President Putin 

signed a bill absorbing Crimea in to the Russian Federation.39  One month later, Russia, Ukraine, 

the United States and the EU all agreed to hold talks in Geneva on how to de-escalate the crisis 

but just a few days later Ukraine’s acting president ordered the re-launch of military operations 

against the pro-Russian forces.  The confrontation continued through May, when Pro-Russian 

separatists in Donetsk and Luhansk in the east declared independence.  A few weeks later in 

early June the United States deployed B-52s and B-2s to Europe to conduct theater training and 

orientation missions.  These missions lasted for two weeks.   

One week later, on June 25, Russia’s parliament canceled a resolution authorizing the use 

of Russian forces in Ukraine.40  However, the conflict escalated again when in July, 298 people 

were killed when Malaysian Airlines flight 17 was shot down in the rebel held territory of 

eastern Ukraine.  In response the United States and EU again announced new sanctions against 

Russia.  Fighting continued until October, when Ukraine and Pro-Russian rebels signed a truce 
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and Russian troops began a significant withdrawal.41  Whether the truce will hold is yet to be 

seen as Russian military equipment and troops have been seen entering Ukraine again.42    

Admiral Cecil Haney, commander of USSTRATCOM, described the deployment of 

bombers to Europe as preplanned training and orientation missions.  He said, "This deployment 

of strategic bombers provides an invaluable opportunity to strengthen and improve 

interoperability with our allies and partners.  The training and integration of strategic forces 

demonstrates to our nation's leaders and our allies that we have the right mix of aircraft and 

expertise to respond to a variety of potential threats and situations."43  However, these missions 

occurred at a very tense time in Europe and even though they were designed as training and 

orientation missions, news reports did not make that distinction.  The Air Force Times for 

example said, “the B-2 deployment is another show of Washington’s effort to reassure allies in 

the region amid Russia’s recent bluster.”44  Defense One reported, the Air Force deployed “two 

more nuclear-capable bombers to Europe” and “their fielding comes amid stepped-up efforts by 

the U.S. military to reassure NATO member countries of the U.S. commitment to collective 

security against a backdrop of continuing tensions with Russia over its activities in Ukraine.”45  

In essence, the world saw this as both a deterrence and assurance mission even though it was not 

planned or advertised as such.  Since the intent of this mission was partly perceived as 

deterrence, it is a good case study to determine its effectiveness. 

The first criterion is to evaluate the type of deterrence.  In this case, there is not a 

punctuating event causing the deployment of bombers.  The sanctions, movement of troops and 

the invasion of Crimea all could have been considered as such but were not.  Therefore it was not 

in direct response to a punctuating event and should be considered a general deterrence mission.  

The second criterion, is to define the aggressor and defender.  In this case, based on the sanctions 
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and the threat of “serious repercussions” from Secretary Kerry, the aggressor is presumed to be 

Russia.  However, no public mention from the United States of Russian aggression was made in 

connection to the bomber deployments.  Therefore it was ambiguous.  Determining the defender 

in this scenario is also ambiguous.  Was the United States attempting to deter further aggression 

by Russia into Ukraine, or was the mission to deter Russia from considering further invasion into 

Europe?  Again, since the answers to these questions are unknown, the show of force becomes 

much less effective.  Answering these questions would have led to a much more effective 

deterrent mission.  Third, one must review the established security connection of the defender.  

In this case, there is no obvious security connection to Ukraine since they are not part of NATO.  

Without an established security connection Russia was less likely to believe the United States 

would come to their defense, again leading to a less effective deterrent.  Next is to determine 

whether sufficient forces were used.  In this case five total bombers deployed to England.  Local 

forces such as F-16s, F-15s, A-10s, missile defense forces and 64,000 troops where already 

there, but did the number of bombers add enough strength for deterrence?46  During the Berlin 

airlift, a similar mission was conducted sending nuclear capable B-29 bombers to England to 

show the United States’ commitment to the airlift and to deter the Soviet Union from interfering.  

During that time, these bomber missions created an enormous deterrence factor.  This was of 

course a specific event with a specific aggressor and the United States had significant forces 

elsewhere in Europe to aid with deterrence.  It was an immediate deterrence situation.  Sending 

bombers in 2014 with the current US forces in theater did not have the same effect.  The recent 

movement of Russian troops back toward Ukraine is proof of that.  Of note, the recent and 

planned reductions of US forces in Europe will make the United States’ ability to quickly deter 

aggression there more difficult.47  The fifth criterion is to review the strength of the aggressor.  In 
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this case, Russia is strong militarily.  They are a former super power with significant military 

capability.  Thus, Russia is much harder to deter.  To deter Russia, a significant additional 

military force would have been required to demonstrate US resolve and commitment.  This leads 

to the sixth criteria, the level of effort demonstrated.  Compared to the South Korean example, 

the actual deployment of bombers to Europe was a much greater effort.  Five bombers with 

support equipment, parts, fuel, and maintenance personnel, deployed for two weeks is a 

significant effort.  Deterrence however, was less effective.  In this case the effort put forth was 

greater, but because the threat was stronger, it was not enough to deter.  In short, upon evaluating 

this deterrence mission against the six criteria, one concludes deterrence was less effective.  As 

stated earlier, although this mission was not effective as a deterrent, it still provided some level 

of assurance to our NATO partners.  However, the effectiveness of assuring the NATO alliance 

is not studied here.   

In reviewing these two case studies, one can see how effective the North Korean 

deterrence mission was, compared to the European effort.  What made the North Korean mission 

so effective was its tailored approach.  Tailored approaches are results of immediate deterrence 

situations.  The European mission as a general deterrent effort was less effective because it was 

less tailored to the situation.  Table 1 in Appendix A illustrates this point.  Table 2 demonstrates, 

using various past deterrence efforts, how these criteria can provide the capability to evaluate 

other past and ongoing deterrence efforts.  Current decision makers could use charts like these to 

do the same thing to evaluate future deterrence missions.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, bomber deterrence missions are the most effective and measurable when 

they are part of an immediate deterrence situation and the six criteria are reviewed and evaluated 
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during planning.  Decision makers should analyze and apply these criteria prior to forecasting 

deterrence missions in order to evaluate their potential for success.  In addition, the Joint Staff, 

USSTRATCOM, and Air Force Global Strike Command should standardize these criteria in 

mission preparation documents and as part of planning discussions for these types of missions.  

Lemay seemed to understand these six principles.  For his North Pole mission there was a 

punctuating event, there was a specific aggressor and defender with an established security 

connection.  Sufficient force was used, including 21 bomber wings, and although the military 

threat was arguably of the same strength, the level of effort displayed showed the resolve and 

commitment to fight that aggression.  The Air Force should do the same today when planning 

these missions.  This is not to say overseas bomber training missions are not worth the effort and 

should only be conducted in immediate deterrence situations.  On the contrary, they are great 

training opportunities and should be accomplished even when immediate deterrent situations do 

not exist.  They should occur regularly in order to maintain the combat readiness of those 

organizations and thereby aid in general deterrence.  However, planners should know they are 

not the same as immediate deterrence missions and are therefore not effective as such.  Finally, 

these six criteria are not universal principles and cannot predict whether deterrence will work in 

all situations.  However, to be the most effective, decision makers should review, understand and 

apply these criteria when planning future deterrence missions.  
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Appendix A 

 

 

TABLE 1.  North Korea and European missions compared to the deterrence criteria  

 North Korea Case Study European Case Study 

1) Punctuating Event Y N 

2) Specific Defender and Aggressor Y N 

3) Established Security Connection Y N 

4) Sufficient Force Used Y N 

5) Defender was Militarily Stronger Y N 

6) Overall Effort LOW HIGH 

 
 
 

TABLE 2.  Other scenarios evaluated against the deterrence criteria 

 Lemay Missions in 

1955-1956 
Cuban Missile Crisis 

1) Punctuating Event (?) Y 

2) Specific Defender and Aggressor Y Y 

3) Established Security Connection Y Y 

4) Sufficient Force Used Y Y 

5) Defender was Militarily Stronger Y N 

6) Overall Effort HIGH HIGH 

   

 
Cold War Overall 

Iran’s Nuclear 

Proliferation & Israel 

1) Punctuating Event (?) N 

2) Specific Defender and Aggressor Y Y 

3) Established Security Connection Y Y 

4) Sufficient Force Used Y (?) 

5) Defender was Militarily Stronger N Y 

6) Overall Effort HIGH LOW 

(?)  Indicates the answer is debatable 
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